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ABSTRACT
Nontraditional students are increasingly more common in higher education but have
lower persistence rates than their traditional peers. While educational researchers have developed
several models to predict college persistence using both cognitive (e.g. entrance exam scores)
and noncognitive (e.g. academic motivation) factors, most of these models were created for
traditional students. The psychosociocultural (PSC) model was created to better predict academic
outcomes specifically for underrepresented students using psychological, social, and cultural
factors. However, the PSC model has never been used to study nontraditional students. To
address these limitations, this study used the PSC model to predict the persistence of traditional
and nontraditional undergraduate students at a large public research university. Students were
considered nontraditional if they were 25 or older; worked an average of 30 or more hours a
week; had children; or were enrolled part-time for the majority of the spring, summer, and fall
semesters in 2019. It was hypothesized that (1) nontraditional students will have lower rates of
persistence than traditional students; (2a) psychological, social, and cultural dimensions will
predict persistence among all students; (2b) nontraditional students will have stronger
relationships between the three PSC dimensions and persistence than traditional students; (3a)
loneliness, self-efficacy, support from family and friends, comfort on campus, and sense of
belonging will predict persistence among all students; and (3b) nontraditional students will have
stronger relationships between the six variables of the PSC model and persistence than
traditional students. Hypothesis 1 was tested using a chi square test of independence, and
hypotheses 2 and 3 were tested using a binominal logistic regression. Preliminary analyses tested
the data to determine the internal reliability for each instrument used as well as to determine
whether the assumptions of the statistical tests were met. Data analysis revealed that none of the
iii

hypothesis were supported. No difference in persistence was found between nontraditional and
traditional students. Neither the three PSC dimensions nor the six PSC variables were significant
predictors of persistence for the undergraduate participants. Finally, student status did not
moderate the relationship between the three PSC dimensions and persistence or the six PSC
variables and persistence. While this study did not find that the PSC Model was useful for
predicting differences in persistence between nontraditional and traditional students, the lack of
significant findings was likely due to a high persistence rate among all students. While the
hypotheses could not be supported, the high internal reliability of the instruments suggested that
the six instruments used in this study were particularly useful for understanding nontraditional
students’ experiences on campus. Additionally, this study measured nontraditional and
traditional students’ perceived experiences on campus, which may inform outreach and services
provided by student service staff. Future studies on nontraditional students might consider using
these instruments to gauge students’ experiences on campus at other institutions. In gathering
information about students’ perceptions and experiences, institutions will be better able to make
informed decisions about how their policies and practice meet the needs of various student
groups on campus.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
Since 2011, nontraditional students have represented at least 74% of the undergraduate
population in the United States (Radford, Cominole & Skomsvold, 2015). Although definitions
vary, nontraditional students are commonly characterized as undergraduates who are aged 25
years or older, work 30 or more hours a week, have children, and/or enrolled in classes part-time
(Chung, Turnbull, & Chur-Hansen, 2014; Langrehr, Phillips, Melville, & Eum, 2015). In 2017,
10% of full-time undergraduate students at four-year public institutions were older than 24
(NCES, 2019b) and 41% were employed (NCES, 2019c); employed students were more likely to
own a house (57%), be married (59%), and have children (57%) (NCES, 2019c). Compared to
full-time students, part-time students, 39% of whom were over the age of 24 (NCES, 2019b),
were even more likely to work (83%), own a house (80%), be married (79%), and have children
(79%) (NCES, 2019c). Nontraditional students are clearly a large part of the student population
in higher education, with backgrounds and needs unique from traditional students.
While national policies and practices have aided the increase in the nontraditional student
population (Baker & Velez, 1996; Brock, 2010; Eyre, 2013; Remenick, 2019; Swil, 2002),
institutional practices consistently favor traditional students while nontraditional students
continue to be ignored, marginalized, and devalued (Bowl, 2001; Mallman & Lee, 2016; 2017;
Meuleman, Garrett, Wrench & King, 2015; Moses, 1990; Sims & Barnett, 2015). For students
with obligations outside of college, academic expectations and opportunities may be secondary
to other responsibilities, making it difficult to earn a degree (Bowl, 2001; Bohl, Haak, &
Shrestha, 2017; Wardley, Bélanger, & Leonard, 2013). For instance, much of the institutional
culture assumes that students prioritize their coursework and role as a student (Bowl, 2001;
Brinthaupt & Eady, 2014; Kasworm & Pike, 1994; Markle, 2015; Pelletier, 2010; Thompson1

Ebanks, 2017), but often nontraditional students’ families and careers are equally demanding of
their time and energy, thus leaving students feeling torn among their multiple roles (Goncalves &
Trunk, 2014; Markle, 2015; Pelletier, 2010). In part because of barriers in the dominant college
culture, nontraditional students largely feel that their needs are not considered, that they are
discriminated against, and that they are not included in the college culture (Bohl et al., 2017;
Boyd & Shea, 2015; Witkowsky, Mendez, Ogunbowo, Clayton, & Hernandez, 2016). Yet
nontraditional students are an essential part of the higher education population in need of
academic and support services (Brock, 2010).
In addition to the college environment, nontraditional students’ lives outside of academia
tend to hinder their persistence (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Jeffreys, 2007) such that nontraditional
students’ persistence and degree completion rates are lower than that of their traditional peers
(Bergman, Gross, Berry, & Shuck, 2014; Miller, 2014; Shapiro, Dundar, Ziskin, Yuan, &
Harrell, 2013). In the eight years between 2009 and 2017, only 16% of first-time, part-time
undergraduate students at four-year public institutions completed their degree (Woodworth,
2019). However, other researchers have found nontraditional students’ course persistence (Ellis,
2019; Tilley, 2014) and degree completion to be higher than traditional students’ (McNeil,
Ohland, & Long, 2016). Existing studies on persistence and degree completion for nontraditional
students is both conflicting and insufficient (Miller, 2014; Shapiro et al., 2013; UPCEA, 2012).
The psychosociocultural model (PSC; Gloria & Rodriguez, 2000) can be used to
understand the scope and impact of nontraditional students’ experiences on their persistence. The
PSC model examines three noncognitive dimensions that affect underrepresented students’
academic careers: their perception of themselves, those around them, and their fit within the
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university culture. As such, the model more holistically examines students’ perspectives and
experiences than previous models that seek to predict student persistence.
Problem Statement
Research on undergraduate, nontraditional students in the United States has found that
they often experience discrimination, marginalization, and isolation while on their college
campus (Bohl et al., 2017; Englund, 2019; Lakin, Mullane, & Robinson, 2007; Mallman & Lee,
2016, 2017; Markle, 2015; Meyer, 2014; Sims & Barnett, 2015; Witkowsky et al., 2016). While
a vast amount of research has noted that this is a common occurrence, there is a need to
understand the scope and depth of these experiences.
Preliminary research indicates that noncognitive factors (e.g. loneliness, social support,
cultural fit) may be more salient for nontraditional students’ success than cognitive factors (e.g.
academic performance and preparation) (Goncalves & Trunk, 2014). Yet few researchers have
examined how students’ noncognitive factors, or psychosocial dimensions, affect their
persistence (Barbera, Berkshire, Boronat & Kennedy, 2017). More research is needed on this
topic to better understand the scope of nontraditional students’ perceived experiences, and
furthermore, how those experiences relate to their persistence. The PSC model, by measuring
students’ psychological, social, and cultural experiences on campus, can be used to explore the
extent to which students’ noncognitive factors predict persistence, and determine if there is a
difference between traditional and nontraditional students.
Finally, persistence in itself is not well-known for nontraditional students. About 77% of
colleges and universities do not measure their nontraditional students’ degree completion rates
(UPCEA, 2012), let alone their persistence rates. And large national datasets, such as IPEDS
(Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System) only recently, in 2019, included students
3

other than first-time full-time in their reports, such as first-time part-time and transfer students,
subpopulations which are typically considered nontraditional students (Woodworth, 2019).
Therefore, nontraditional students are often entirely left out of institution’s measurement and
reporting of student persistence and completion rates. This study intends to help fill the gap on
nontraditional students’ rate of persistence.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this study is to predict student persistence using a model that considers
students’ psychological traits, social interactions, and cultural experiences on campus. Although
the PSC model was developed to study the experiences of underrepresented students, it will be
tested with both traditional and nontraditional students to determine how these populations may
be differentially affected by noncognitive factors that influence persistence.
Hypotheses
Based on the psychosociocultural model and previous literature about traditional and
nontraditional students, three hypotheses will be tested:
Hypothesis 1.

Nontraditional students will have lower rates of persistence than traditional
students.

Hypothesis 2a.

Psychological, social, and cultural dimensions will significantly predict
persistence among all students.

Hypothesis 2b.

Nontraditional students will have a stronger relationship between the three
PSC dimensions and persistence than traditional students.
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Hypothesis 3a.

Loneliness, self-efficacy, support from family and friends, comfort on
campus, and sense of belonging will significantly predict persistence among
all students.

Hypothesis 3b.

Nontraditional students will have a stronger relationship between the six
variables in the PSC model and persistence than traditional students.
Significance of the Study

This study made four significant contributions to the study of undergraduate,
nontraditional students. First, there is little data on persistence of nontraditional students.
Because national reporting standards only included first-time full-time students until 2019
(Woodworth, 2019), other students’ population outcomes were effectively ignored (UCPEA,
2012). Therefore, there is a large dearth of knowledge on nontraditional students’ persistence and
graduation rates. The results of this study add to the literature on nontraditional students’
persistence rates.
Second, this study measured the perceived experiences of nontraditional students to
further understand the marginalization of nontraditional students. While it is known that
nontraditional students experience discrimination, isolation, and marginalization (Bohl et al.,
2017; Englund, 2019; Lakin et al., 2007; Mallman & Lee, 2016, 2017; Markle, 2015; Meyer,
2014; Sims & Barnett, 2015; Witkowsky et al., 2016), it is not well understood how widespread
this issue is. Therefore, this study sought to quantify the psychosociocultural experiences of
nontraditional students at a large public university.
Third, not only did this study quantify the experiences of nontraditional students, but it
also compared the experiences of nontraditional students to their traditional peers. Nontraditional
students’ research findings are almost always compared to traditional students (e.g. Bye,
5

Pushkar, & Conway, 2007; Bohl et al., 2017; Dill & Henley, 1998; Wardley et al., 2013; Woods
& Frogge, 2017), with good reason. Without a comparison population, there would be no
reference point for gauging nontraditional students’ experiences or persistence rates. This study
therefore contributes to the body of literature that quantitatively compares traditional and
nontraditional students’ experiences in higher education.
Finally, after a review of the literature, Barbera, et al. (2017) concluded that there is a
lack of research on psychosocial variables that contribute to persistence. While the
psychosociocultural model examines the psychological, social, and cultural variables that
contribute to persistence, the model has never been tested on the nontraditional student
population. This study sought to validate the model for a new population and contribute to
current literature on psychosociocultural variables that contribute to persistence.
Delimitations
One delimitation of this study is that undergraduate students at only one university were
examined. Presumably, each university has a different culture, which would affect students’
response to the scales. Therefore, the study needs to be repeated at various institutions to capture
students’ noncognitive experiences at those institutions; as such, the results from this study at
one university is not generalizable to other colleges or universities.
Furthermore, in this study, the three dimensions that comprise the psychosociocultural
model are each composed of two noncognitive factors. Ideally, the psychological, social, and
cultural dimensions would be represented by many factors. For instance, the psychological
dimension could be composed of self-esteem, stress, anger, perfectionism, imposter syndrome,
and other facets that represent all of the psychological factors affecting student persistence. For
the scope of this study, however, it is not feasible to measure all facets of one’s psychological,
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social, and cultural experience. Therefore, two noncognitive factors for each dimension have
been chosen for this study, based on prior research on traditional and nontraditional students.
Finally, many nontraditional students enroll in online programs and courses due to their
many responsibilities and their need for flexible class schedules (Pontes et al., 2010). As this
study seeks to understand the experiences of students on campus, it does not include students
enrolled in online-only courses or programs. Therefore, based on this criterion, many
nontraditional students enrolled at the university were not included in the study.
Definition of Terms
The following terms are used throughout the manuscript.
Attrition. Attrition is defined as a student’s departure or withdrawal from higher
education, including permanent dropout or temporary stopout (Anderson, 1981; Bradburn, 2002).
College. A college is a four-year institution that primarily offers undergraduate degrees
(NCES, 2019a). Since this study focuses on undergraduate students, the terms “college” and
“university” are used interchangeably.
Cognitive factors. Cognitive factors are those factors that stem from one’s cognitive
abilities, such as academic performance and academic preparation (Messick, 1979).
Full-time student. A full-time student is an undergraduate enrolled in 12 or more credit
hours in the fall and spring semesters or 9 or more credit hours in the summer semester (NCES,
2019a).
Noncognitive factors. Noncognitive factors are those factors that are external to one’s
cognitive abilities, such as loneliness, social support, or cultural fit (Messick, 1979).
Nontraditional student. Nontraditional students have been defined in many different ways
(Chung et al., 2014), with most researchers using only age (over 24) to distinguish nontraditional
7

students from traditional students (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Langrehr et al., 2015; Tilley, 2014).
For this study, a nontraditional student is defined as an undergraduate who has any one or more
of the following characteristics: 25 years old or older, employed 30 or more hours a week, has
children, and/or enrolled part-time.
Part-time student. A part-time student is an undergraduate enrolled in 11 or fewer credit
hours in the fall and spring semesters or 8 or fewer credit hours in the summer semester (NCES,
2019a).
Persistence. Persistence is the continued enrollment in higher education leading to
graduation (Arnold, 1999). In this study, persistence occurs when a student continues to enroll
from one term to a later term, i.e., from Fall 2019 to Spring 2020 (IKM, 2019a; NCES, 2019a).
Retention. Retention is measured by a student who re-enrolls in courses the following
year. The Department of Education measures retention for first-time degree-seeking
undergraduates from the previous fall semester who re-enrolled in the current fall semester
(NCES, 2019a).
Traditional student. A traditional student has all of the following characteristics: aged 24
or younger, employed less than 30 hours a week, has no children, and enrolled full-time.
Undergraduate. An undergraduate is a student who is enrolled at a college or university in
order to obtain a bachelor’s, associate’s, or vocational degree (NCES, 2019a).
University. A university is a four-year institution that offers bachelor’s, master’s, and
doctoral degrees (NCES, 2019a).
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Introduction
This literature review explores current research on nontraditional college students. First is
a review of three models that are used to predict undergraduate students’ persistence. Given that
nontraditional students may have different reasons for non-persistence, their unique
characteristics are explored next, as well as why they are commonly overlooked when student
needs are assessed. Finally, this literature review explores noncognitive factors that impact
persistence for both traditional and nontraditional students and discusses specific noncognitive
factors that are likely to predict retention for the nontraditional student population.
Theoretical Framework
In the 1970s two researchers sought to understand why some students persisted in college
while others departed - Vincent Tinto, a sociologist, and Astin Alexander, a psychologist. The
theoretical framework for this study is drawn from the vast literature and theories on student
persistence, beginning with Tinto’s (1975) model of student departure and Astin’s (1974, 1985,
1991) input-environment-outcome model, seminal research in the study of college student
persistence.
Tinto’s Model of Student Departure and Astin’s Input-Environment-Outcome Model
Tinto’s (1975, 1987) interactionalist model of student departure states that the more a
student is integrated into the academic and social aspects of a college, the more likely they will
persist to degree completion. Similarly, Astin’s (1974, 1985, 1991) input-environment-outcome
(IEO) model states that the more a student is actively involved in their academic career, the more
likely they will persist in college. Both theories postulate that the amount and quality of effort
one puts towards their education will enhance learning and persistence. Tinto’s theory, however,
9

focuses more on sociological aspects of non-integration, stating that to successfully integrate in
college, students must separate, transition, and incorporate themselves into a new academic life;
conversely, a lack of integration in the academic environment arises from incongruence and
isolation (Tinto, 1987). Astin’s (1984) model, in contrast, tends to focus more on behavioral
aspects of involvement, which can be seen in the five tenets of his theory: “(1) involvement
refers to the investment of physical and psychological energy in various objects; (2) involvement
occurs along a continuum; (3) involvement has both quantitative and qualitative features; (4) the
amount of student learning and personal development is directly proportional to the quality and
quantity of student involvement; and (5) the effectiveness of any educational policy or practice is
directly related to its capacity to increase student involvement” (p. 519). While Astin’s (1970,
1975) early work paved the way for future research on persistence, Tinto is more cited and wellknown for research on student persistence (Metz, 2004).
Most immediate follow-up studies on Tinto’s model in the late 1970s and early 1980s
tended to focus on social rather than academic integration and were conducted with students who
lived on-campus (Davidson & Wilson, 2013). Researchers at the time concluded that “[Tinto’s]
model has withstood careful scrutiny from the profession and has become accepted as the most
useful for explaining the causes of student departure from higher education” (Boyle, 1989, p.
290). Yet Tinto’s model is lacking in several areas. For instance, Tinto’s model does not include
the college’s organizational characteristics that may affect students’ social integration (Baird,
1988; Berger & Braxton, 1998), as student departure decisions can be linked to organizational
characteristics such as the perceived fairness of institutional policies, the ability to participate in
the decision-making process, and effective communication (Bean, 1980, 1983; Braxton & Brier,
1989). Other researchers have criticized Tinto’s models for their lack of applicability to students
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with diverse backgrounds (e.g. Attinasi, 1989; Castillo et al., 2006; Davidson & Wilson, 2013;
Tierney, 1992), and Ashar and Skenes, (1993) found that the model only moderately explains
nontraditional student retention. In response to the lack of generalizability of Tinto’s model
across populations, Bean and Metzner (1985) developed an attrition model based on the
characteristics of nontraditional students.
Bean and Metzner’s Conceptual Model of Undergraduate Nontraditional Student Attrition
Expounding upon Tinto’s emphasis on the importance of academic integration, Bean and
Metzner (1985) considered how integration might be more difficult for nontraditional students
due to their limited time on campus. Therefore, their model focuses on students’ environmental
variables that are not directly related to academia, but still affect attrition and psychological
outcomes for nontraditional students, such as one’s hours of employment and family
responsibilities. Bean and Metzner (1985) defined a student as nontraditional if they were older,
enrolled part-time, and commuted to campus; however, they acknowledged that nontraditional
students are exceedingly diverse and difficult to define.
In the conceptual model of undergraduate nontraditional student attrition, students’
backgrounds tie in to their academic and environmental variables, which affect their academic
and psychological outcomes. The variables, individually and in combination, affect students’
intent to persist or dropout. However, unlike Tinto’s model, Bean and Metzner’s model does not
include social integration as a direct effect of persistence. Bean and Metzner (1985) explicitly
state, “The chief difference between the attrition process of traditional and nontraditional
students is that nontraditional students are more affected by the external environment than by the
social integration variables affecting traditional student attrition” (p. 485). While it may be true
that nontraditional students are more affected by their external environments and are not as well
11

integrated into the dominant college culture, their social experiences on campus are nonetheless
valid and worthy of study.
Chen (2012) criticized retention literature for focusing solely on the individual
differences of students and effectively ignoring the role of the institution in students’ persistence.
Similarly, other researchers have recommended that the campus environment, such as comfort on
the university campus, be added to models of persistence (e.g. Braxton, 2000; Castillo et al.,
2006; Laden, Milem, & Crowson, 2000; Rendón, Jalomo, & Nora, 2000; Tanaka, 2002; Tierney,
1992). The three models described focus on what the student bring to the institution and how
they act within it. None of the models focus on how the institution impacts students’ experiences,
behavior, or outcomes and therefore ignores any agency that the institution may have to impact
students’ success. Clearly, there is a need for a model that examines multiple facets of a students’
experience on campus rather than focusing solely on their background variables, social
integration, or external environment. Gloria and Rodriguez’s (2000) psychosociocultural model
does just that.
Gloria and Rodriguez’s Psychosociocultural Model
The psychosociocultural model (PSC; Gloria & Rodriguez, 2000) examines three
dimensions that relate to persistence: psychological, social, and cultural. Psychological factors
encompass one’s perceptions about themselves (e.g. loneliness and self-efficacy); social factors
encompass one’s perceived connection and relationships with others (e.g. family and friends);
and cultural factors encompass one’s perceptions of their place in the world around them (e.g.
comfort on campus and sense of belonging). Especially for underrepresented groups,
noncognitive factors are just as important and influential to persistence as cognitive factors
(Robbins et al., 2004; Brown & Robinson Kurpius, 1997; Gloria & Rodriguez, 2000; Sedlacek &
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Brooks, 1976; Tinto, 1982; Tracey & Sedlacek, 1984, 1985, 1989). Therefore, the PSC model
was developed to more holistically examine and understand the noncognitive factors that
influence persistence for various underrepresented populations. The PSC model posits that
psychological, social, and cultural elements combine to influence college students’ outcomes,
such as persistence, adjustment, and well-being.
Originally developed for Latino students, the psychosociocultural model has been used to
examine the experiences of other underserved and underrepresented student populations,
including African Americans (Gloria, Robinson Kurpius, Hamilton, & Willson, 1999), Asian
Americans (Gloria & Ho, 2003; Lin, Her, & Gloria, 2015), Chicanos (Gloria & Segura-Herrera,
2004), Latino/as (Castellanos, Gloria, Rojas Perez, & Fonseca, 2018; Chun et al., 2016; Gloria,
Castellanos, Lopez, & Rosales, 2005; Delgado-Guerrero & Gloria, 2013; Gloria, Castellanos,
Skull, & Villegas, 2009; Gloria & Rodriguez, 2000), Native Americans (Gloria & Robinson
Kurpius, 2001; Thompson, Johnson-Jennings, & Nitzarim, 2013), veterans (Bodrog, Gloria, &
Brockberg, 2018), and women (Dixon Rayle, Robinson Kurpius, & Arredondo, 2006). However,
no studies have used the PSC model to examine nontraditional students, and only two studies
have examined students with an average age over 24 (e.g. Bodrog, et al., 2018; Thompson et al.,
2013).
Studies using the PSC model have generally found that underrepresented students’
psychological, social, and cultural characteristics contribute significantly to their persistence
decisions (e.g. Gloria & Robinson Kurpius, 2001; Gloria et al., 1999; Dixon Rayle et al., 2006).
However, social support is often the strongest, if not the sole (Bodrog et al., 2018), predictor of
student outcomes (Dixon Rayle et al., 2006; Gloria & Ho, 2003; Gloria & Robinson Kurpius,
2001; Gloria et al., 1999).
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Nontraditional Students
Defined
Nontraditional students have been defined in many different ways (Chung et al., 2014),
with most researchers using only age (over 24) to distinguish nontraditional students from
traditional students (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Langrehr et al., 2015; Tilley, 2014). Other
researchers have used the term “nontraditional” to denote minority or underrepresented
populations, such as ethnic or racial minorities, women, caregivers, first generation students,
transfer students, or students with disabilities (Langrehr et al., 2015). As such, the term
“nontraditional” tends to become synonymous with “minority” and “traditional” with “majority”
student populations (Ntiri, 2001).
Researchers Horn and Carroll (1996) defined nontraditional students by behaviors and
choices made by the student rather than personal characteristics. The researchers defined
nontraditional students by having any of seven characteristics: (1) delayed college enrollment by
at least one year (therefore older than most students); (2) enrolled part-time; (3) has dependents
other than a spouse, (4) is a single parent, (5) employed full-time; (6) financially independent; or
(7) did not receive a traditional high school diploma. Because many nontraditional students have
more than one of these characteristics (e.g. an adult learner who is employed full-time and
financially independent), Horn and Carroll constructed a scale from zero to seven, giving
students one point for each characteristic. Students with zero characteristics are traditional while
nontraditional students are classified as minimally (one characteristic), moderately (two or three
characteristics), or highly nontraditional (four or more characteristics).
While Horn and Carroll (1996) defined nontraditional students on a continuum, very few
researchers use these criteria to define nontraditional students. Furthermore, many of the
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characteristics are overlapping, such as financial independence and employment, and having
dependents and being a single parent. Therefore, to reduce redundancy yet maintain common
practice, a nontraditional student is defined in this study as an undergraduate student who has
any one or more of the following characteristics: aged 25 or older, employed 30 or more hours a
week, has children, and/or enrolled in classes part-time. In contrast, a traditional student has all
of the following characteristics: aged 24 or younger, employed 29 or less hours a week, has no
children, and enrolled full-time.
Perhaps the most defining feature of nontraditional students is the multiple roles that they
fulfill (Dill & Henley, 1998; Giancola, Grawitch, & Borchert, 2009; Richter-Antion, 1986). The
term ‘role’ has little definitional consensus, but can generally be defined as, “those behaviors
characteristic of one or more persons in a context” (Biddle, 1979, p. 58). The competing
demands hypothesis assumes that one’s roles demand all of their limited personal resources
(Goode, 1960). When one’s roles are overly demanding and their resources are depleted, role
conflict results (Goode, 1960). Role conflict is complex, is often great sources of stress, and
affects persistence for nontraditional students (Markle, 2015).
Role conflict results from attempting to meet the demands of multiple “greedy
institutions” that demand personal investment of one’s time, energy, and finances (Coser, 1974).
Coser originally used the term “greedy institutions” to denote monks, Bolsheviks, Jesuits, and
mothers/wives, but researchers latter applied the term to other institutions, such as the workplace,
the family unit, and higher education (e.g. Home, 1993; Franzway, 2000; O’Driscoll, Ilgen, &
Hildreth, 1992). At each institution, the person embodies a role that they organize and manage in
their lives, as stated in role theory (Linton, 1936; Parsons, 1951; Parsons & Shils, 1951). When
people embody multiple roles, they will prioritize these roles based on priority status and
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obligations (Kim, Sax, Lee, & Hagedorn, 2010). However, students who are not able to cope
with multiple competing and demanding roles are at risk of stress and dropout (Biddle, 1986;
Giancola et al., 2009).
Characteristics
Nontraditional students are different from their traditional peers in four primary ways:
they are adult learners (aged 25 and older), work 30 or more hours a week, have children to care
for, and/or are enrolled in their courses part-time. These characteristics affect nontraditional
students in different ways, but each additional characteristic tends to increase one’s likelihood of
dropout (Choy, 2002).
Adult Learners
While nontraditional students have more responsibilities outside of their academic career,
they also possess more “real-life” experience than traditional students (Bohl et al., 2017; Woods
& Frogge, 2017). Nontraditional students tend to have a specific goal for obtaining their degree
(Bohl et al., 2017), and their prior experience is often part of their motivation for returning to
school.
Although adjusting to the academic expectations and culture can be difficult for adults
who have been out of school for years (Lee, 2018), adult learners have been found to have good
time management, a skill that they bring with them from their career or life experiences, and a
requirement for balancing their multiple roles (Bohl et al., 2017; Heagney & Benson, 2017).
Perhaps because of these skills and motivation to succeed, when compared to traditional
students, nontraditional undergraduates have been found to have similar (Woods & Frogge,
2017) or higher GPAs (Carney-Crompton & Tan, 2002; Mohrweis, 2010). However, while some
researchers have found slightly greater internal motivation in nontraditional students than
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traditional students (Bye et al., 2007; Justice & Dornan, 2001), many researchers have found
both types of student to have equal amounts of motivation to learn (Bye et al., 2007).
Employed
Nontraditional students tend to develop time management skills as they learn to balance
work and study (Hammes & Haller, 1983). These skills contribute to their resiliency in persisting
to graduation (Heagney & Benson, 2017; Martinez, Bilges, Shabazz, Miller, & Morote, 2012). In
general, working part-time, around 20 hours per week, can benefit students’ academic
achievement (Dundes & Marx, 2006), but working 30 hours or more can lead to increased stress,
reduced academic success (King & Bannon, 2002; Mounsey, Vandehey, & Diekhoff, 2013; Pike,
Kuh, & Massa-McKinley, 2008), and an increased risk of dropout (Hovdhaugen, 2015).
The difference between traditional and nontraditional students in terms of employment
stems from the number of hours worked. Forbus, Newbold, and Mehta (2011) found that 58% of
the nontraditional students surveyed were financially independent compared to 27% of
traditional students. More specifically, Bye et al. (2007) found that nontraditional students were
primarily supported by their own income, through loans or scholarships, or by their spouse while
traditional students were primarily supported by their parents.
Although traditional students are typically considered to be completely financially
dependent on their families, several studies have found that today’s traditional students are
working part-time (NCES, 2019c). Both student populations tend to work at least some hours
each week, but nontraditional students tend to work more hours (Bye et al., 2007; Forbus et al.,
2011; Woods & Frogge, 2017).
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Enrolled Part-time
For students with multiple roles and obligations, part-time enrollment is a way to manage
their academic career as well as their other responsibilities. Bye et al. (2007) found that 38% of
the nontraditional students in their study were enrolled part-time versus 17% of the traditional
students. Nationally we see that adult learners tend to enroll part-time more frequently. Of
students over 24 in Fall 2017 at four-year public institutions, 43% were enrolled part-time
(compared to 57% of traditional-aged students) while only 10% were enrolled full-time
(compared to 90% of traditional-aged students) (NCES, 2019b).
Students enrolled part-time tend to work more hours than students enrolled full-time
(NCES, 2019c; Stallman, 2010). For part-time students who work full-time, greater emphasis is
typically placed on their careers, such that students tend to think of themselves as employees first
and students second (Horn, 1998). Furthermore, part-time students may not be integrated into the
college culture and therefore not know about the support and resources available to help them
succeed (Lee, 2018). As such, part-time students are at risk of reduced social connection and
sense of belonging, and greater isolation and attrition rates (Jacoby, 2015; Lee, 2018).
Have Children
Nontraditional students have obligations to their family in various forms that takes time
away from their studies (Heagney & Benson, 2017). They are also two to three times as likely to
have children as traditional students (NCES, 2019c). Finding childcare is an often-cited barrier to
education (Bohl et al., 2017; Boyd & Shea, 2015; Lovell, 2014). Perhaps because of this, having
young children has been found to be especially difficult and linked to higher rates of attrition for
both traditional and nontraditional-aged parents (Lovell, 2014; Taniguchi & Kaufman, 2005). In
contrast, parents with older children were found to have more motivation and be more
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academically successful (Lovell, 2014). However, despite the challenges that student parents
face in their academic careers, student parents persist to better their children (Lindsay & Gillum,
2019), creating a family culture that promotes and encourages learning (Wainwright &
Marandet, 2010).
Barriers and Challenges
In her seminal book on adult learners returning to college, Cross (1981) identified three
types of barriers that adult learners face—institutional, situational, and dispositional barriers—
which have been used as a framework for many studies on adult and nontraditional students’
experiences in higher education (e.g. Colvin, 2013; Deggs, 2011; Hyland-Russell & Groen,
2011; Osam, Bergman, & Cumberland, 2016). Institutional barriers are those that result from
“practices and procedures that exclude or discourage working adults from participating in
educational activities such as inconvenient schedules or locations, full-time fees for part-time
study, inappropriate courses of study, and so forth” (p. 98). For instance, Goncalves and Trunk
(2014) found that nontraditional students struggled with course times, course availability, and
access to necessary resources such as computers and educational technology. As a result, the
students felt both isolated and a poor fit in the institutional environment.
Second, situational barriers stem from “one’s situation in life at a given time such as job
and home responsibilities” (p. 98). The decision to return to college may be difficult for
nontraditional students with work and family obligations (Rendón Linares & Munoz, 2011).
Time management and financial stress can be especially difficult for adults who are returning to
college after many years (Forbus et al., 2011).
Third, dispositional barriers are “related to attitudes and self-perceptions about oneself as
a learner” (p. 98). Dispositional barriers were further examined by Kasworm (2008), who
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defined four emotional challenges which contribute to adult learners’ student identity: “seeking
entry to college; ongoing engagement in the learning environment; engagement in learning new
knowledge, perspectives and beliefs; and gaining a place, position, voice, and sense of value in
the higher education environment” (Deggs, 2011, p. 1544).
The multiple barriers that nontraditional students face may impact not only their
persistence (Markle, 2015), but also their ability to access services (Heagney & Benson, 2017;
Keith, 2007). Universities are poised to support the diverse population of students in higher
education, yet continue to prioritize practice and policy that match the needs of traditional
students (Bowl, 2001; Carey, 2005a, 2005b; Colvin, 2013; Kazis et al., 2007; Meyer, 2014;
Philibert, Allen, & Elleven, 2008; Rabourn, BrckaLorenz, & Shoup, 2018). Brock (2010) said it
eloquently: “One of the ironies in higher education is that institutions, such as Ivy League
schools and highly selective liberal arts colleges, that enroll the best prepared and most
traditional students tend to offer the most such guidance, while institutions that serve the least
prepared and most nontraditional students tend to offer much less” (p. 119). Indeed, students
who arguably need student services the most - those marginalized and not ingrained in the
campus culture - have the most difficult time accessing those services (Sims & Barnett, 2015), in
turn affecting their persistence (Crozier, Reay, Clayton, Colliander & Grinstead, 2008).
The persistence and graduation rates of nontraditional students, however, is not well
known. In response to a lack of information or consensus on nontraditional students’ graduation
rates, Miller (2014) reviewed three national datasets to determine the degree completion rates
reported for nontraditional students, defined as students over 24 years of age. Averaging the
dataset results showed that the six-year completion rate for full-time students aged 24 and older
ranged from 24.99–61% compared to 11.7–29.2% for part-time students. However, Miller noted
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that not all students are enrolled only full-time or part-time throughout their college career.
Rather, many students switch their enrollment status to accommodate personal, career, or
academic situations. For students aged 25 and older with mixed enrollment, the six-year
completion rate ranged from 33.9–40.7%. There are two major takeaways from Miller’s study:
(1) there is a large gap in the degree completion rate between full-time and part-time students
and (2) nontraditional students may be enrolled full-time, part-time, or have mixed enrollment
(Miller, 2014; Taniguchi & Kaufman, 2005). Clearly, the issue of persistence and degree
completion is complex and varies greatly by the data collected and students’ enrollment status.
Noncognitive Factors that Impact Persistence
Noncognitive factors can be grouped into three categories: psychological, social, and
cultural. The psychosociocultural model states that these three categories of noncognitive factors
individually and collectively impact students’ persistence.
Psychological State
How students feel about themselves while in college colors their perceptions,
experiences, and outcomes. While there are many psychological factors that affect students’
college experience—such as perceptions of imposter syndrome, stress, self-confidence, locus of
control, anxiety, depression, and so on (Pritchard & Wilson, 2003)—students’ sense of loneliness
and self-efficacy are two major psychological components that impact their persistence
(Devonport & Lane, 2006; Gloria & Ho, 2003).
Loneliness
Loneliness can be defined as dissatisfaction resulting from unmet social and emotional
needs (Leung, 2002; Neto & Barros, 2000). Although Tinto’s theory emphasizes the need for
social integration, researchers have found conflicting results for how loneliness affects retention.
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While McGaha and Fitzpatrick (2005) found that loneliness was not associated with dropout risk,
others have shown that students who experience loneliness and isolation are more guarded in
their communication (Leung, 2002), have difficulty adjusting to their campus, and have
decreased rates of persistence (Gloria & Ho, 2003; Wentworth & Peterson, 2001).
Nontraditional students in particular have reported experiencing loneliness and isolation
at their institution. A common theme in qualitative studies is a feeling of social alienation, with
nontraditional students stating that they do not fit into the college culture, that they are keenly
aware of the difference between themselves and the more traditional students around them, and
that group projects with traditional students highlight the differences in their backgrounds and
priorities (Bohl et al., 2017; Colvin, 2013; Englund, 2019; Goncalves & Trunk, 2014; Mallman
& Lee, 2017; Thompson-Ebanks, 2017; Witkowsky et al., 2016). Nontraditional students often
report feeling as though their peers lack an understanding of the multiple roles and
responsibilities that they hold, and that even faculty are not able or willing to help (Brinthaupt &
Eady, 2014; Markle, 2015; Thompson-Ebanks, 2017).
Self-Efficacy
Self-efficacy is one’s belief that they can complete the tasks necessary to meet their goals
and desired outcomes (Bandura, 1977). Tinto has called self-efficacy “the foundation upon
which student success is built” (Tinto, 2017, p. 3). Students with greater self-efficacy are more
likely to persist in their academic careers (Devonport & Lane, 2006).
The nontraditional students that Quiggins et al. (2016) studied reported fairly high selfefficacy and responded positively to task-oriented questions. While they were less sure about
their ability to receive high grades, they were more certain about their ability to complete a task,
such as homework or a project. Carney-Crompton and Tan (2002) suggest that while traditional
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students are “weeded out” through the rigors of college, nontraditional students self-select before
they enter college, such that a high degree of motivation, drive, and self-efficacy is needed for
nontraditional students to enter college, which helps them persist. Tinto (2017) however, states
that self-efficacy is not a fixed trait; rather universities can help students foster it through timely
support.
It could be that nontraditional students enter higher education with the self-efficacy to
cope with educational barriers, a positive trait, as individuals who are more confident in their
capacity to overcome barriers are more likely to do so (Corbière, Mercier, & Lesage, 2004).
Similar to self-efficacy, coping efficacy is “the degree to which an individual possesses
confidence in her or his ability to cope with or manage complex and difficult situations” (Luzzo
& McWhirter, 2001, p. 62).
Social Support
Because nontraditional students’ personal and family life is an instrumental aspect of
their lives, social support from family and friends is one of the greatest predictors of their
success (Chartrand, 1992). Support from family, friends, and even work colleagues has been
shown to assist in adjustment to transition (Fass & Tubman, 2002), decrease role strain (Dyk,
1987; Heagney & Benson, 2017), reduce the need for on-campus support services (Bauman et
al., 2004), alleviate educational challenges (Chao & Good, 2004), and impact persistence
(Plageman & Sabina, 2010; Tinto, 2010). Without support systems, all students are less likely to
succeed in their academic endeavors (Tinto, 2010).
Support from Family
While support from family is a large motivator to persist for both traditional and
nontraditional student populations, the two student groups interact with and receive support from
23

their families in different ways. For example, in a study that compared traditional and
nontraditional female students, Carney-Crompton and Tan (2002) found that traditional students
cited their major sources of support as their boyfriend, grandparent, and parent while
nontraditional students cited their spouse/partner and children as their greatest sources of
emotional and instrumental support. These findings clearly display how traditional and
nontraditional students are in different stages of life and therefore rely on different family
members for support. For nontraditional students, who are typically older, have families, and
financial responsibilities, their spouse and children are often their reason and motivating factor
for going to college (Bohl et al., 2017) while traditional students are more likely to receive
pressure from their parents to succeed (Dill & Henley, 1998). Families also often help
nontraditional students balance their multiple roles by taking on some of their obligations, such
as cooking, cleaning, or childcare, to reduce students’ role strain and allow them to focus on their
studies (Heagney & Benson, 2017). As such, approval and support from family is critical to their
persistence (Plageman & Sabina, 2010).
Support from Friends
In a study of first-generation Asian American students, Lin et al. (2015) found that social
support from friends was one of the strongest predictors of persistence. The researchers
hypothesized that because the students were first-generation, it was possible that their families
would not understand or be able to assist the students with their educational process, and so they
had to rely on their friends for support. However, Gloria and Robinson Kurpius (2001) did not
find any relationship between support from friends and persistence, although this could be
because they did not specifically ask participants to consider only their college friends.
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While social support is important to both traditional and nontraditional students, support
from friends has greater impacts on traditional students’ persistence (Wilcox, Winn, & FyvieGauld, 2005). In a qualitative study of primarily (77%) traditional-aged students, Wilcox, Winn,
and Fyvie-Gauld (2005) found that first-year undergraduates primarily withdrew due to lack of
social support. Students’ primary reasons for their intent to withdraw was their loneliness, not
feeling a sense of belonging in any social group, or having their friends withdraw from the
university. For the nontraditional-aged students, living off campus was a major source of their
social isolation; however, forming a study group fostered support in their individual courses.
Social engagement is important for all students but tends to be a lower priority for nontraditional
students who have multiple responsibilities outside of their academic career (Lee, 2018).
Cultural Fit
The university environment shapes and is shaped by those who study, work, teach, and
lead within it (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Museus, 2016). A historical failure of higher education—
and society—to create environments that foster success for all students has left certain groups
marginalized in the academic culture and environment (Moses, 1990; Museus & Quaye, 2009;
Tierney, 1992, 1999). While policies and practices have changed over time to include a more
diverse student population (Pryor, Hurtado, Saenz, Santos, & Korn, 2007), much of the
architecture and buildings remain the same.
Malcolm Knowles, recognized by many as the father of adult learning, noted the role of
the campus environment in relation to adult students: “One can sense rather quickly on entering
an institution, for example, whether it cares more about people or things, whether it is concerned
about the feelings and welfare of individuals or herds them through like cattle, and whether it
views adults as dependent personalities or self-directing human beings” (Knowles, 1980, p. 47).
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As Knowles noted, the physical environment represents the university’s mission and affects the
way people interact within it (Fugazzotto, 2009). Those in higher education have a responsibility
to their students to create environments in which they can develop and thrive (Banning & Kaiser,
1974; Hurtado, Milem, Clayton-Pedersen, & Allen, 1998).
Comfort on Campus
Underrepresented students’ negative perceptions of their university environment have
been linked to feelings of isolation, marginalization, and alienation (Englund, 2019; Huffman,
1991; Gloria & Robinson Kurpius, 2001; Lin, LaCounte, & Eder, 1988). Similarly, students who
perceived that their campus was unwelcoming or unsupportive were found to have less sense of
belonging and higher rates of dropout (Ancis, Sedlacek, & Mohr, 2000; Cabrera, Nora,
Terenzini, Pascarella, & Hagedorn, 1999; Gloria & Robinson Kurpius, 2001; Ponterotto, 1990;
Rankin & Reason, 2005; Wentworth & Peterson, 2001). For instance, Pullins (2011) found that
students who were satisfied with their campus climate were 50% more likely to persist than
students who were dissatisfied.
Institutional barriers were the greatest threat to nontraditional students’ persistence in a
study by Quiggins et al. (2016). Students specifically felt a lack of community and wished for
more support through a nontraditional student office, a mentoring program, or support groups
(Quiggins et al., 2016). One nontraditional student that Salvant (2016) interviewed transferred
from one university to another specifically because she felt that the first one lacked support and
flexibility. In many qualitative studies, nontraditional students have decried the need for a
supportive campus community (e.g. Colvin, 2013; Englund, 2019; Lee, 2018; Meyer, 2014;
Quiggins, 2016; Salvant, 2016). A supportive campus environment, or lack thereof, can impact
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students’ intent to leave and ultimately their withdrawal (Barnett, 2008; Heagney & Benton,
2017; Markle, 2015; Salvant, 2016).
Sense of Belonging
Sense of belonging is derived from a student’s positive perception of their interactions
with other students, faculty members, administrators, and staff (Barnett, 2008; Hurtado & Carter,
1966; Strayhorn, 2012; Tinto, 2017). In prior studies, sense of belonging was found to predict
persistence for African American and White undergraduate students (e.g. Hausmann, Schofield,
& Woods, 2007) and positively affect academic self-efficacy and emotional well-being in
Latino/a undergraduates (e.g. Chun et al., 2016).
Along with a sense of loneliness, isolation, and alienation, nontraditional students often
lack a sense of belonging on campus (Bohl et al., 2017; Colvin, 2013; Englund, 2019; Goncalves
& Trunk, 2014; Lee, 2018; Thompson-Ebanks, 2017; Witkowsky et al., 2016). Nontraditional
students often note that the campus culture is designed for traditional students, and that there is
no space for them to converse with other nontraditional students or to seek support for their
unique needs (Bohl et al., 2017; Lee, 2018; Meyer, 2014). Furthermore, while there are currently
more nontraditional students enrolled in higher education than before, nontraditional students
have great diversity in their backgrounds and life situations. One nontraditional student may be
married and working full-time while another may be a caretaker for three young children and
enrolled part-time. While these two students are both deemed “nontraditional”, they may have
very little in common. As such, nontraditional students are far more diverse than traditional
students and may have more trouble finding other students with similar backgrounds.
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Conclusion
Part of what makes nontraditional students a unique population is the many roles they
must fulfill in their academic lives, personal lives, and careers. Partly because of their role
obligations, nontraditional students face more barriers and challenges than their traditional peers.
Some of these barriers stem from the way that higher education institutions are structured, as
well as the academic culture, which demands priority status from students. As such,
nontraditional students feel lonely, isolated, and marginalized.
The campus social and cultural environment shapes the experience of students in college
and impacts their outcomes while learning and working in that environment (Kuh, Kinzie,
Schuh, Whitt, & Associates, 2011; Museus, 2014). As such, it is important to examine the
differences between traditional and nontraditional students’ experiences on campus, and how that
affects their persistence. By operationalizing students’ noncognitive factors, educators and
administrators can adjust the environment to improve student success and reduce students’
barriers (Strange & Banning, 2001, 2015). However, there is no research that systematically
analyzes nontraditional students’ psychosociocultural experiences using the psychosociocultural
model and furthermore compares them to traditional students’ experiences. Therefore, this study
sought to fill in the stated gaps by using the PSC model to quantitatively operationalize and
compare the perceived experiences of traditional and nontraditional students as it relates to their
persistence.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS
Research Design and Method
This study used a quantitative approach with three causal-comparative designs to test
how student status and noncognitive factors affect student persistence. While qualitative research
is useful to explore a phenomenon and understand the lived experiences of nontraditional
students, it does not measure the amount and scope of nontraditional students’ perspectives and
experiences. Although causal-comparative studies limit the ability to make strong causal
inferences, this methodology is most suitable for predicting persistence from students’
psychological, social, and cultural factors in the university environment.
The figures below illustrate the designs for this study. The first hypothesis used a nonequivalent control group design to determine if nontraditional students have lower rates of
persistence than traditional students. Figure 1 is as follows:

Figure 1. The design for hypothesis 1
The second two hypotheses were tested by aggregating the six noncognitive variables
into the three psycho-social-cultural dimensions, which will be used as predictor variables.
Student status was included as a moderator and persistence was the dependent variable. Figure 2
is as follows:
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Figure 2. The design for hypothesis 2
The third two hypotheses were tested by modeling loneliness, self-efficacy, support from
family, support from friends, comfort on campus, and sense of belonging as predictor variables;
student status (nontraditional vs. traditional) as a moderator; and persistence as the dependent
variable. Figure 3 is as follows:
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Figure 3. The design for hypothesis 3
Participants
The participants for this study were 192 undergraduate students from the University of
Central Florida (UCF). UCF is a large, diverse, public four-year research university located in
Orlando, Florida with 13 colleges and 99 degree programs (UCF, 2019). In fall 2019, the
university enrolled 59,483 undergraduate students. Of new admits in summer and fall 2019,
51.4% were transfer students (UCF, 2019). Because this study sought to understand
undergraduate students’ experiences on campus, students in online-only degree programs were
excluded (5.3% of all undergraduates), as well as students in their first year of study (25.5% of
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all undergraduates) (UCF, 2019). UCF’s six-year graduation rate was 72%, and 47.8% of its
students were minorities (UCF, 2019).
The software G*Power 3.1.9.2 was used to run a statistical power analysis to determine
the number of participants necessary for this study. For design 1, at least 88 participants would
be required to find a significant effect when using a Chi Square test with a moderate effect
size (Cramer's V =.3), alpha = .05, 80% power, and one degree of freedom. For design 2 and
3, at least 142 participants would be required when using a logistic regression with a small effect
size (OR = 1.68), alpha = .05, 80% power, and a moderate effect size for other variables in the
model (R2 = .06). Assuming the strong likelihood of a large non-response rate, 2,000
undergraduate students were invited to participate in this study. The potential participants were
randomly sampled by UCF’s Institutional Knowledge Management department once IRB
approval was obtained (Appendix E).
Of the 2,000 participants invited to participate in the study, 222 responded to the
demographic survey and instruments, resulting in an 11.1% overall response rate. However, five
participants’ responses were incomplete, five provided insufficient enrollment information to
determine whether they were a part-time or full-time student, and 20 of the students graduated in
the fall 2019 semester. Therefore, 192 participants, 9.6% of all students invited to participate,
provided complete and usable responses for this study.
Overall, participants included slightly more women than men, with an average age of
22.63. The majority of participants were in their senior year of study and enrolled full-time with
an average GPA of 3.40. A little less than half had transferred to UCF, with the majority of those
transfers entering with an associate’s degree. Participants were employed an average of 14.23
hours a week and the large majority did not have children. Of the nontraditional students, the
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average age was 25.94, most were enrolled part-time, and about two-thirds had transferred to
UCF. Nontraditional students worked an average of 22.85 hours per week and only five of the 72
nontraditional participants had any children. Of the traditional students, the average age was
20.64, about one third had transferred to UCF, and they worked an average of 9.05 hours per
week. Detailed demographic information for all participants, nontraditional students, and
traditional students is displayed in Table 1 and Table 2.
Table 1. Demographic Information of Participants – Gender, Level, Enrollment Status, and
Transfer Status
All Students

Participants
Gender
Female
Male
Non-binary
Transgender
Agender
Level
Senior
Junior
Sophomore
Freshman
Enrollment
Full-time
Part-time
Transfer Status
Transferred to UCF
w. Associate’s
w. credits
w. Bachelor’s

n
192

%
100%

Nontraditional
Students
n
%
72
37.5%

106
82
2
1
1

55.2%
42.7%
1%
.5%
.5%

40
32
0
0
0

55.6%
44.4%
0%
0%
0%

66
50
2
1
1

55%
41.7%
1.7%
.8%
.8%

111
52
28
1

57.8%
27.1%
14.6%
.5%

47
20
5
0

65.3%
27.8%
6.9%
0%

64
32
23
1

53.3%
26.7%
19.2%
.8%

151
41

78.6%
21.4%

31
41

43.1%
56.9%

120
-

100%
-

88
65
20
1

45.8%
74.7%
23%
2.3%

52
42
7
2

72.2%
82.4%
13.7%
3.9%

36
23
13
0

30%
63.9%
36.1%
0%
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Traditional
Students
n
%
120
62.5%

Table 2. Demographic Information of Participants - Age, GPA, Employment, and Children
All Students
Nontraditional Students
(n = 192)
(n = 72)
M
Min Max
SD
M
Min Max
SD
Age
22.63 18
54
5.02 25.94 19
54
6.86
Children
.10
0
3
.45
.26
0
3
.71
Employment* 14.23
0
60 13.81 22.85
0
60 15.42
GPA
3.40 2.00 4.00
.45
3.58 2.00 4.00
.47
*Employment is measured by hours worked each week

Traditional Students
(n = 120)
M
Min Max SD
20.64 18
24 1.30
0
0
0
0
9.05
0
27 9.60
3.45 2.10 4.00 .43

Instruments
A battery of six standardized, pre-existing instruments was used to measure the variables
of interest and demographic characteristics of the sample.
Demographic Information
Demographic information was collected to describe the sample and to determine if
students were traditional or nontraditional. As such, students were asked to indicate their age,
how many hours they work each week, their number of children, and their course enrollment
status. Students’ gender, class standing, grade point average (GPA), and transfer status were also
included in the demographic survey to provide information about the generalizability of the
sample to the population. A binary variable termed “student status” was created to distinguish
traditional and nontraditional students. Students were classified as nontraditional if they were 25
or older; worked an average of 30 or more hours a week; had children; or were enrolled part-time
for the majority of the spring, summer, and fall semesters in 2019.
Psychological Dimension
The psychological dimension that was tested in hypotheses 2a and 2b was created from
an averaged composite score from the two psychological variables, loneliness and self-efficacy.
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Loneliness
The Revised UCLA Loneliness Scale (Russell, Peplau, & Cutrona, 1980) was created to
measure students’ satisfaction or dissatisfaction with their social relationships. The original long
form (ULS-20) was developed into a short form (ULS-4) to reduce cognitive load on survey
participants. However, Hays and DiMatteo (1987) contended that the four-item short form was
too short and created an alternate eight-item short form (ULS-8). The ULS-8 has been found to
be a better representative of the ULS-20 and is more reliable and valid (Hays & DiMatteo, 1987).
Therefore, this was the version used for this study.
The Short Form UCLA Loneliness Scale (ULS-8; Hays & DiMatteo, 1987) consists of 8
items with Likert-type response options ranging from 1 to 4 with 1 being “never” and 4 being
“often”. Two positively worded items include statements such as “I can find companionship
when I want it,” while six negatively worded items include statements such as “I feel left out.”
Reverse-scoring the positively worded items gives an overall score of 8 to 32, with a higher
score indicating greater loneliness. The average score for all participants in this study was 17.77
(n = 192, SD = 5.48), indicating generally low levels of loneliness among participants.
Nontraditional students had slightly lower scores of loneliness on average (n = 72, M = 16.57,
SD = 5.81) than traditional students (n = 120, M = 18.49, SD = 5.16). The internal reliability
(measured by Cronbach’s alpha) on studies with undergraduate students ranges from .84 (Hays
& DiMatteo, 1987; Wu & Yao, 2008) to .90 (Doğan, Çötok, & Tekin, 2011). The internal
reliability for the ULS-8 in this study was .885 for all participants, .894 for nontraditional
students, and .874 for traditional students.
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Self-efficacy in Coping
The Coping with Barriers Scale (CWB; Luzzo & McWhirter, 2001) measures students’
efficacy in coping with barriers that may affect their career and educational goals. The CWB
scale consists of two subscales: Career-Related Barriers (CRB; 7 items) and Education-Related
Barriers (ERB; 21 items). Because the ERB is “considered more immediate and salient to
respondents’ current life situation” than the CRB (Luzzo & McWhirter, 2001, p. 63), the ERB is
more relevant to this study, and the CRB will not be used. The ERB uses Likert-type response
options ranging from 1 to 5, with 1 being “not at all confident” and 5 being “highly confident”.
Respondents are asked to rate their level of confidence in overcoming 21 educational barriers
such as “lack of support from friends,” “childcare concerns,” and “having to work.” Possible
total scores range from 21 to 105, such that a higher score denotes greater perceived efficacy in
coping with education-related barriers. The average score for all participants in this study was
72.96 (n = 191, SD = 16.93), indicating moderate perceived efficacy in coping with educationrelated barriers. Nontraditional students had slightly higher scores on average (n = 72, M =
73.99, SD = 17.32) than traditional students (n = 119, M = 72.34, SD = 16.73). Internal reliability
for the scale ranges from .93 (Lopez & Ann-Yi, 2006; Luzzo & McWhirter, 2001) to .95
(Thompson et al., 2013). The internal reliability for the CWB-ERB for this study was .930 for all
participants, .932 for nontraditional students, and .930 for traditional students.
Social Dimension
The social dimension, tested in hypotheses 2a and 2b, was created from an averaged
composite score from the two social variables, support from family and support from friends.
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Support from Family
The Perceived Social Support Inventory – Family (PSS-Fa; Procidano & Heller, 1983)
measures one’s belief that their family is meeting their needs for information, feedback, and
support. The scale consists of 20 items with original response options including “yes”, “no”, and
“don’t know”. However, the response options were modified to range from 1 to 7, with 1 being
“strongly disagree” and 7 being “strongly agree” to maintain consistency with the PSS-Fr in
response format. Fifteen positively worded items include statements such as, “I rely on my
family for emotional support,” and five negatively worded items include statements such as,
“Most other people are closer to their family than I am”. Total possible scores range from 20 to
140, with higher scores indicating greater support from family. The average score for all
participants in this study was 98.05 (n = 192, SD = 25.11), indicating participants had fairly high
perceived support from their families. Nontraditional students had slightly higher scores of
family support on average (n = 72, M = 101.69, SD = 27.46) than traditional students (n = 120, M
= 95.87, SD = 23.44). Internal reliability ranges from .88 (Gloria & Ho, 2003) to .93 (Dixon
Rayle et al., 2006) for the versions using the original item format. The internal reliability of the
PSS-Fa for this study was .946 for all participants, .957 for nontraditional students, and .937 for
traditional students.
Support from Friends
The Perceived Social Support Inventory – Friends (PSS-Fr; Procidano & Heller, 1983)
measures one’s belief that their friends are meeting their needs for support, information, and
feedback. Similar to the PSS-Fa, the scale consists of 20 items with original response options
including “yes”, “no”, and “don’t know”. Following Lin et al. (2015), the response options were
modified to range from 1 to 7, with 1 being “strongly disagree” and 7 being “strongly agree,”
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and instructions were altered to ask participants to consider only their friends in college. Sixteen
positively worded items include statements such as, “My friends give me the moral support that I
need,” and four negatively worded items include statements such as, “I feel that I’m on the fringe
in my circle of friends”. Possible total scores range from 20 to 140, with higher scores indicating
greater support from friends. The average score for all participants in this study was 91.51 (n =
192, SD = 27.16), indicating high perceived support from participants’ UCF friends.
Nontraditional (n = 72, M = 91.61, SD = 27.13) and traditional students (n = 120, M = 91.44, SD
= 27.27) had about equal average scores in regard to support from their UCF friends. Internal
reliability ranges from .79 (Gloria & Ho, 2003) to .92 (Dixon Rayle et al., 2006) for the versions
using the original item format, and .92 when the items were formatted with a Likert scale (Lin et
al., 2015). The internal reliability of the PSS-Fr for this study was .958 for all participants, .958
for nontraditional students, and .958 for traditional students.
Cultural Dimension
The cultural dimension, tested in hypotheses 2a and 2b, was created from an averaged
composite score from the two cultural variables, comfort on campus and sense of belonging.
Comfort on Campus
The University Environment Scale (UES; Gloria & Robinson Kurpius, 1996) measures
students’ comfort level at their university. The scale consists of 14 items with Likert-type
response options ranging from 1 to 7, with 1 being “not at all true” and 7 being “very true.”
Items on the scale include nine positively worded statements such as “I feel comfortable in the
university environment,” and five negatively worded statements such as “I feel as if no one cares
about me personally on this campus.” Possible total scores range from 14 to 98, with higher
scores denoting greater comfort on campus. The average score for all participants in this study
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was 69.07 (n = 192, SD = 14.10), indicating very high comfort on campus. Nontraditional
students had slightly higher scores on average (n = 72, M = 69.85, SD = 14.32) than traditional
students (n = 120, M = 68.60, SD = 14.00). Internal reliability for the scale typically ranges from
.75 (Gloria, 1997) to .82 (Gloria & Ho, 2003; Gloria & Robinson Kurpius, 2001). The internal
reliability of the UES for this study was .847 for all participants, .842 for nontraditional students,
and .851 for traditional students.
Sense of Belonging
The Sense of Belonging Scale was originally developed by Bollen and Hoyle (1990) to
measure an individual’s perception of group membership within any context. However, Hurtado
and Carter (1997) adjusted the scale to fit the college context, which is the version that will be
used for this study. The scale consists of three items: “I feel a sense of belonging to <name of
institution>”, “I am happy to be at <name of institution>”, and “I see myself as part of the
campus community”. Likert-type response options range from 1 to 4, with 1 being “strongly
disagree” and 4 being “strongly agree”. Possible total scores range from 3 to 15 with higher
scores indicating a greater sense of belonging. The average score for all participants in this study
was 8.15 (n = 192, SD = 2.62), indicating moderately high sense of belonging. Nontraditional (n
= 72, M = 8.13, SD = 2.53) and traditional students (n = 120, M = 8.16, SD = 2.67) had about
average scores in terms of their sense of belonging. Internal reliability ranges from .89
(Hausmann et al., 2007) to .95 (Chun et al., 2016). The internal reliability of the Sense of
Belonging Scale for this study was .935 for all participants, .953 for nontraditional students, and
.925 for traditional students.
Internal reliability and average composite scores for each instrument is listed in Tables 3
and 4, respectively.
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Table 3. Internal Reliability Results of the Instruments
Instrument
All students
(n = 192)
ULS-8 (Loneliness)
.885
CWB-ERB (Self-Efficacy)
.930
PSS-Fa (Support from Family)
.946
PSS-Fr (Support from Friends)
.958
UES (Comfort on Campus)
.847
Sense of Belonging
.935
*Internal reliability is measured using Cronbach’s alpha.

Internal Reliability*
Nontraditional
Traditional
students
students
(n = 72)
(n = 120)
.894
.874
.932
.930
.957
.937
.958
.958
.842
.851
.953
.925

Table 4. Mean Composite Scores for Each Instrument among All Students, Nontraditional
Students, and Traditional Students
Instrument

Instrument Instrument
Score
Score
Range*
Midpoint

Participants’ Mean Composite Score

All
Nontraditional Traditional
students
students
students
(n = 192)
(n = 72)
(n = 120)
ULS-8 (Loneliness)
8 - 32
20
17.77
16.57
18.49
CWB-ERB (Self-Efficacy)
21 - 105
63
72.96
73.99
72.34
PSS-Fa (Support from Family)
20 - 140
80
98.05
101.69
95.87
PSS-Fr (Support from Friends)
20 - 140
80
91.51
91.61
91.44
UES (Comfort on Campus)
14 - 98
56
69.07
69.85
68.60
Sense of Belonging
3 - 15
9
8.15
8.13
8.16
*For all instruments, a higher score denotes greater perception of experiencing that noncognitive
factor.

Persistence
A dichotomous variable was created to measure persistence, such that 0 represents
students who did not re-enroll in classes the semester following assessment measurement and 1
representing students who did re-enroll. Enrollment data was obtained from UCF’s Institutional
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Knowledge Management department, from the names and student identification numbers
provided by participants.
Data Collection Procedures
Pilot Study
Prior to the main study, a convenience sampling procedure was used to recruit ten
undergraduate students to participate in a pilot test to ensure that the instruments are appropriate
for the population of study. Pilot tests allow researchers to find any flaws in their items and
questions and help fit the instruments to the intended population (Collins, 2003). As part of the
pilot test, the online demographic questions and instruments were distributed to participants,
asking them to note errors, inconsistencies, or confusing wording. After completing each of the
instruments described above, the participants were asked to provide feedback on the length,
structure, and flow of the instrument (Appendix A). Feedback from the ten participants was used
to improve the demographic survey and instruments for clarity and accuracy.
Based on participants’ feedback from the pilot study, demographic questions were altered
to be clearer and more inclusive. For example, the term “fifth-year senior” was changed to
“super senior” to include students who take more than five years to complete their degree. Some
instrument items were worded to be clearer as well, such as rewording the phrase, “Members of
my family get good ideas about how to do things or make things from me” to “I give members of
my family good ideas about how to do or make things” in the Perceived Social Support
Inventory – Family and Friends. Based on feedback regarding length and flow, participants
indicated that the social dimensions section was somewhat overwhelming. To address that issue,
the two instruments were placed on separate pages in Qualtrics. The final demographic survey
and instruments are located in Appendix B.
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Main Study
The final demographic survey and instruments were distributed to 2,000 undergraduate
students via emails obtained from UCF’s Institutional Knowledge Management department.
Electronic distribution was used, as it tends to be the preferred method by college students (Shih
& Fan, 2008), and providing the preferred mode of distribution has been shown to increase
participation rates (Olson, Smyth, & Wood, 2012). Following the requirements for informed
consent, participants were emailed an invitation to participate, along with a description of the
study and a disclosure stating that their participation was voluntary and that their responses
would remain confidential (UCF IRB, 2019; Appendix C). Once participants accepted the
conditions for participating in the study by providing their name and student identification
number, they were allowed to proceed to the demographic survey and six instruments (Appendix
B). Participants’ names and student identification number were required for participation and
were used to determine enrollment the following semester. Students were sent a final reminder to
participate in the study one week after their initial invitation (Appendix D).
Student names and identification numbers were sent to UCF’s Institutional Knowledge
Management unit with a request to identify participants who graduated in the fall 2019 semester
and participants who enrolled in courses for the spring 2020 semester. Enrollment data were used
to measure persistence and matched to the assessment responses. Graduation data were used to
remove those participants who had not enrolled in the spring 2020 semester because they had
graduated the previous fall semester. Once data were matched and cleaned, students’ identifying
information was deleted. All data will be stored in a secure location for five years, after which it
will be properly disposed.
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Methods of Analysis
Preliminary analyses were conducted to (a) measure the reliability of the six assessments
used to test hypotheses 2 and 3 and (b) test the statistical assumptions for the hypothesis tests.
Cronbach’s alpha was used to measure the internal consistency of each assessment. Coefficients
above .7 was the criterion used to determine whether each instrument is reliable. Statistical
assumptions for logistic regression were tested following the recommendations from Field
(2013), prior to testing hypotheses 2 and 3. Multicollinearity was assessed by examining whether
(a) any of the predictor variables correlated above .80, (b) the variance inflation factor (VIF) was
substantially greater than 1, or (c) the tolerance statistics were below 0.2. Linear relationships
between the predictor variables and the log odds were assessed by examining whether any
interaction terms between the predictors and their logs were significant. A Hosmer-Lemeshow
goodness-of-fit test indicated whether the models had acceptable fit.
To test hypothesis 1, a chi square test of independence determined whether there was a
statistically significant difference in the persistence of traditional and nontraditional students.
Hypotheses 2a and 2b used a binomial logistic regression in which persistence was regressed on
the psychological, social, and cultural composite scores; and student status was included as a
moderator. Hypotheses 3a and 3b were also tested using a binomial logistic regression, in which
persistence was regressed on loneliness, self-efficacy, family support, friends’ support, comfort
on campus, and sense of belonging; and student status was included as a moderator.
Summary
A causal-comparative research design was used to examine how student status,
loneliness, coping efficacy, support from family and friends, comfort on campus, and sense of
belonging influenced student persistence. Three hypotheses were proposed: (1) nontraditional
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students have lower rates of persistence than traditional students; (2a) psychological, social, and
cultural dimensions will predict persistence among all students; (2b) nontraditional students will
have stronger relationships between the three PSC dimensions and persistence than traditional
students; (3a) loneliness, self-efficacy, support from family and friends, comfort on campus, and
sense of belonging will predict persistence among all students; and (3b) nontraditional students
will have stronger relationships between the six variables of the PSC model and persistence than
traditional students. A pilot study was implemented to clarify the instruments for this population
of study. The revised instruments were electronically distributed to a randomly selected sample
of 2,000 undergraduate students. Fall 2019 graduation data and spring 2020 enrollment data were
obtained from students’ academic records and matched to their assessment responses. Data was
analyzed using non-parametric statistics in SPSS.
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS
Preliminary Analysis
Statistical assumptions were assessed prior to testing the hypotheses. Statistical
assumptions for the logistic regressions used to test hypotheses 2 and 3 were tested for
multicollinearity, linear relationships between the predictor variables and the log odds.
Furthermore, a Hosmer-Lemeshow goodness-of-fit test was used with the logistic regression
analysis to indicate whether the model had acceptable fit. The results of these tests are discussed
in the corresponding section prior to the results of the hypothesis testing.
Hypothesis 1
Hypothesis 1 stated that nontraditional students would have lower rates of persistence
than traditional students. To test hypothesis 1, a chi square test of independence determined if
there was a statistically significant difference in the persistence of traditional and nontraditional
students. For hypothesis 1 testing, the assumptions of the chi-square test of independence were
not met. While there is no reason to believe that the data is related, as the sample was randomly
selected, two cells had an expected count of less than five (50%); therefore the second
assumption of this test was not met.
The results showed that while traditional students were more than four times as likely to
re-enroll in the spring 2020 semester than were nontraditional students, there was not a
statistically significant difference in persistence rates between nontraditional and traditional
students (LR(1)= 3.568, OR = 4.403, p = .105). The majority of all participants re-enrolled in the
spring 2020 semester (96.35%). Specifically, 93.1% of nontraditional and 98.33% of traditional
student participants re-enrolled. Therefore, hypothesis 1 was not supported.
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Hypothesis 2a
Hypothesis 2a stated that the three PSC dimensions - psychological, social, and cultural
dimensions - would significantly predict persistence among all students. Hypotheses 2a used a
binomial logistic regression in which persistence was regressed on the psychological, social, and
cultural composite scores; and student status was included as a moderator. The assumptions of
multicollinearity and linearity of the logit were tested. Because the collinearity statistics of
tolerance and variance inflation factor (VIF) were all close to 1, the first assumption of logistic
regression was met. The second assumption of logistic regression was also met, as there was not
a linear relationship between the predictor variables and the log odds. Finally, results from the
Hosmer-Lemeshow goodness-of-fit test indicated that the model had acceptable fit (2(8) =
7.986, p = .435).
The Likelihood Ratio test from the logistic regression indicated that the three PSC
dimensions did not significantly predict participants’ persistence (LR(3) = 1.241, p = .743). The
psychological, social, and cultural variables only accounted for 2.4% of the difference between
those students who did and did not enroll in spring 2020. Although none of the variables are
significant predictors of persistence, the odds ratios are presented in Table 5.
Table 5. Estimates for the Regression of the PSC Dimensions on Persistence
Variables in the Equation
Psychological Dimension
Social Dimension
Cultural Dimension

β
.044
.000
.024

2
.914
.000
.189

p
.339
.997
.664

OR
1.045
1.000
1.024

Hypothesis 2b
Hypothesis 2b stated that nontraditional students would have a stronger relationship
between the three PSC dimensions and persistence than traditional students. Hypotheses 2b used
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a binomial logistic regression in which persistence was regressed on the psychological, social,
and cultural composite scores; and student status was included as a moderator. The assumptions
of multicollinearity and linearity of the logit were tested. Because the collinearity statistics of
tolerance and VIF were all close to 1, the first assumption of logistic regression was met. The
second assumption of logistic regression was also met, as there was not a linear relationship
between the predictor variables and the log odds. Finally, results from the Hosmer-Lemeshow
goodness-of-fit test indicated that the model had acceptable fit (2(8) = 9.483, p = .303).
The Likelihood Ratio test from the logistic regression indicated that student status did not
moderate the relationships between the three PSC dimensions and retention (LR(3) = 4.063, p =
.255). The PSC dimensions, student status, and the interactions accounted for 16.8% of the
difference between those students who did and did not enroll in spring 2020. The moderating
variable, student status, alone accounted for 14.4% of the difference in students’ persistence.
Table 6 summarizes the results of hypothesis 2b testing.
Table 6. Estimates for the Relationship between the PSC Dimensions and Student Status on
Persistence
Variables in the Equation
Psychological Dimension
Social Dimension
Cultural Dimension
Student Status
Psychological Dimension * Student Status
Social Dimension * Student Status
Cultural Dimension * Student Status

β
-.004
-.001
.092
4.054
.091
.042
-.260

2
.004
.003
1.791
.317
.778
.731
2.532

p
.951
.957
.181
.573
.378
.393
.112

OR
.996
.999
1.097
57.620
1.095
1.043
.771

Hypothesis 3a
Hypothesis 3a was tested using a binomial logistic regression, in which persistence was
regressed on the six variables in the PSC model - loneliness, self-efficacy, family support,
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friends’ support, comfort on campus, and sense of belonging. Hypothesis 3a stated that the six
PSC variables would significantly predict persistence among all students. Not all of the
assumptions were met for hypothesis 3a. Tolerance and VIF were all close to 1, therefore, the
first assumption of logistic regression was met. As one interaction between the variable ‘sense of
belonging’ and the log odds was significant, the second assumption of logistic regression,
assumption of linearity of the logit, was not met. Additionally, results from the HosmerLemeshow goodness-of-fit test indicated that the model did not have acceptable fit (2(8) =
17.568, p = .025).
The Likelihood Ratio test from the logistic regression indicated that the six PSC variables
were not significant predictors of whether or not participants enrolled in the spring 2020
semester (LR(6) = 5.078, p = .534). The explanatory variables (loneliness, self-efficacy, family
and friend support, comfort on campus, and sense of belonging) only accounted for 9.7% of the
difference in persistence. Table 7 summarizes the results of hypothesis 3a testing.
Table 7. Estimates for the Regression of the Six PSC Variables on Persistence
Variables in the Equation
Loneliness
Self-Efficacy in Coping
Support from Family
Support from Friends
Comfort on Campus
Sense of Belonging

2
1.366
.690
.098
.735
.744
1.355

β
-.132
.021
.006
-.020
.031
-.257

p
.243
.406
.755
.391
.388
.244

OR
.877
1.021
1.006
.981
1.031
.773

Hypothesis 3b
Hypothesis 3b was tested using a binomial logistic regression, in which persistence was
regressed on the six PSC variables; and student status was included as a moderator. Hypothesis
3b stated that nontraditional students would have a stronger relationship between the six
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variables in the PSC model and persistence than traditional students. Not all of the assumptions
were met for hypothesis 3b. Tolerance and VIF were all close to 1, therefore, the first assumption
of logistic regression was met. As one interaction between the variable ‘sense of belonging’ and
the log odds was significant, the second assumption of logistic regression, assumption of
linearity of the logit, was not met. Finally, results from the Hosmer-Lemeshow goodness-of-fit
test indicated that the model had acceptable fit (2(8) = 9.775, p = .281).
Student status did not moderate the relationships between the six PSC variables and
persistence (LR(6) = 4.906, p = .556). None of the interaction variables within the model were
significant. Table 8 summarizes the results of hypothesis 3b testing.
Table 8. Estimates for the Relationship between the Six PSC Variables and Student Status on
Persistence
Variables in the Equation
Loneliness
Self-Efficacy in Coping
Support from Family
Support from Friends
Comfort on Campus
Sense of Belonging
Student Status
Loneliness * Student Status
Self-Efficacy in Coping * Student Status
Support from Family * Student Status
Support from Friends * Student Status
Comfort on Campus * Student Status
Sense of Belonging * Student Status

β
-.159
-.008
.003
-.015
.065
-.271
-2.051
.130
.090
.061
-.025
-.106
.032

2
.953
.038
.013
.232
1.446
1.073
.022
.190
1.736
1.328
.130
1.113
.003

p
.329
.846
.908
.630
.229
.300
.882
.663
.188
.249
.718
.292
.955

OR
.853
.992
1.003
.985
1.067
.762
.129
1.139
1.094
1.063
.975
.899
1.032

Summary
Data analysis found that none of the hypotheses were supported. When considering all
students, neither the PSC dimensions nor all six PSC variables were significant predictors of
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persistence. Furthermore, student status did not moderate the relationship between either the
three PSC dimensions and persistence or the six PSC variables and persistence.
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
Discussion
None of the three hypotheses were supported by the data. However, several limitations of
the study made it difficult to for the Psychosociocultural Model to differentiate between the two
student populations, nontraditional and traditional students.
Limitations
The primary limitation of this study was the extremely high percentage of students who
re-enrolled in the spring 2020 semester (96.5% for all participants). As the persistence rate for
those who participated in the study was 93.1% for nontraditional students and 98.33% for
traditional students, a lack of variability in the dependent variable made it difficult to find any
significant differences between the two populations or any relationships between the PSC
variables and persistence. Furthermore, this lack of variability may also have been why some
statistical assumptions were not met and increased the likelihood of making a Type 2 error. Any
violations of the tests are a threat to statistical conclusion validity.
While the high persistence rate in this study poses multiple issues, UCF’s persistence rate
from fall 2019 to spring 2020 for all degree-seeking undergraduate students was 93.2% (IKM,
2020). Such a high overall persistence rate makes the 96.5% persistence rate for all student
participants more reasonable given the context. Furthermore, a major aim of the study was
accomplished – to add to the literature on nontraditional students’ persistence rates.
A high persistence rate in this study could also be due to response bias of the participants.
Of those who were randomly selected to receive the questionnaires, it is likely that those students
who completed the assessments were more likely to persist than those who did not (Wolbring &
Treischl, 2016). Those students who participated did so during a very busy time in the semester
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and may have been better able to manage their time or may have been more invested in college,
both of which could affect the response and outcome. This possibility is supported by the fact
that the invitations and reminders for the demographic survey and instruments were sent out at
the end of the fall semester, which often coincides with final exams and term project deadlines.
When the survey invitation and reminders were sent out, the researcher received several notes
from students stating that they were busy with employment, finishing their coursework, studying
for exams, or dealing with other life events, but noted that they would still try to find time to take
the demographic survey and instruments. Perhaps students who were less prepared for their
exams and managing multiple responsibilities at the end of the semester were less inclined to
spend their precious time completing the assessments.
It is further likely that students who felt they would not be returning the in the spring
2020 semester, due to poor grades or extenuating circumstances, were not inclined to answer
questions about their experiences as a student at UCF (Wolbring & Treischl, 2016). If so, this
points to non-response bias because those students who did respond to the demographic survey
and instruments potentially consisted of a separate population from those who did not (Vogt,
2005). Non-response bias is likely to affect the external validity of the study, limiting the results’
generalizability to the larger population.
Although non-response bias may have affected the results of this study, the response rate
for this study was typical. Of the 2,000 students invited to take the demographic survey and
instruments, ultimately 222 students responded and 192 provided usable responses. Therefore,
the response rate was 11.1% for all responses and 9.6% for usable responses. A response rate of
10-19% is common for online surveys (Deutskens, de Ruyter, Wetzels, & Oosterveld, 2004;
Gajic, Cameron, & Hurley, 2012; Manfreda, Bosnjak, Berzelak, Haas, & Vehovar, 2008; Shih &
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Fan, 2008). Although the power analyses conducted prior to the study indicated that at least 88
participants were needed for hypothesis 1 and at least 142 participants were needed for
hypotheses 2 and 3 to obtain a significant effect, these assumed that the effect sizes would be
moderate. Even with n = 192, no relationship was significant since all of the effect sizes were
trivial (.77 < OR < 1.10; Chen et al., 2010).
As this is a causal-comparative study, predictions but not strong causal inferences were
made. Issues with internal validity include other potential causes for student persistence. While
this study examined six variables that relate to persistence, other variables that were not
measured may have contributed to persistence rates. Variables such as class performance, access
to resources, course preparation, and other confounding variables could have contributed to
students’ persistence. The internal validity of the study is compromised because other
confounding variables that potentially impacted the dependent variable were not measured.
Finally, the results of this research may not generalize to other PSC models because of
the select constructs and measures chosen for this study. The six variables that comprised the
PSC dimensions were chosen based on previous literature on nontraditional and traditional
students and previous studies using the PSC Model. For instance, self-efficacy has been used
extensively as a variable in the psychological dimension (Chun et al., 2016; Delgado-Guerrero &
Gloria, 2013; Edman & Brazil, 2007; Gloria & Ho, 2003; Gloria & Robinson, 2001; Gloria et al.,
1999; Thompson et al., 2013), as has social support from friends and family in the social
dimension (Delgado-Guerrero & Gloria, 2013; Dixon Rayle et al., 2006; Gloria & Ho, 2003;
Gloria & Robinson Kurpius, 2001; Gloria et al., 1999; Lin et al., 2015), and comfort on campus
for the cultural dimension (Castellanos et al., 2018; Delgado-Guerrero & Gloria, 2013; Dixon
Rayle et al., 2006; Edman & Brazil, 2007; Gloria et al., 2005; Gloria et al., 2009; Gloria & Ho,
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2003; Gloria & Robinson Kurpius, 2001; Gloria et al., 1999; Lin et al., 2015). However, had
different constructs been used for the psychological, social, and cultural dimensions, it is very
likely that the results would have been different. For instance, variables that have comprised the
psychological dimension in prior studies using the PSC Model include self-beliefs,
perfectionism, imposter syndrome (Lin et al., 2015), forgiveness, anger, coping (Castellanos et
al., 2018), stress (Bodrog et al., 2018; Delgado-Guerrero & Gloria, 2013) and self-esteem (Dixon
Rayle et al., 2006; Gloria et al., 2009; Gloria & Ho, 2003; Gloria & Robinson Kurpius, 2001;
Gloria et al., 1999; Lin et al., 2015). Other variables used in the social dimension include
parental encouragement (Lin et al., 2015), perceived cohesion (Delgado-Guerrero & Gloria,
2013), mattering, and connectedness (Bodrog et al., 2018), and mentoring (Dixon Rayle et al.,
2006; Gloria & Ho, 2003; Gloria & Robinson Kurpius, 2001; Gloria et al., 1999; Lin et al.,
2015). Other variables used in the cultural dimension include college environmental stress
(Gloria et al., 1999), community support, separation and alienation (Thompson et al., 2013), and
cultural congruity (Castellanos et al., 2018; Chun et al., 2016; Delgado-Guerrero & Gloria, 2013;
Dixon Rayle et al., 2006; Edman & Brazil, 2007 Gloria & Ho, 2003; Gloria & Robinson
Kurpius, 2001; Gloria et al., 2005; Gloria et al., 2009; Gloria et al., 1999; Lin et al., 2015).
Because the variables used in this study may not generalize to other PSC Models, this is a threat
to external validity.
Secondary Findings
Although this study primarily served to test the three hypotheses, additional tests that
were used to inform the hypotheses provided valuable information. Secondary findings include
the results of the internal reliability among the instruments and the results of the composite score
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garnered from each instrument. This section describes these findings as well as their significance
to the study.
Measures of Internal Consistency for Each Instrument
While this was not a psychometric study, the internal consistency for each measure was
estimated for each sample to determine the suitability of the instruments for this study (Table 3).
Although validity and reliability have previously been established for traditional students for the
six instruments used,—the ULS-8, CWB-ERB, PSS-Fa, PSS-Fr, UES, and Sense of Belonging
Scale—prior to this study, it was not clear that these instruments were suitable for nontraditional
students. Measures of internal consistency using this sample indicated that all six instruments
were reliable for both nontraditional and traditional students. Reliability coefficients for each
sample were between .842 and .958. However, many of the instruments had greater internal
reliability for the nontraditional students than traditional students, indicating that while they were
useful instruments for examining both groups, they were particularly useful for measuring
nontraditional students’ experiences. Therefore, these instruments can reliably be used in future
studies to examine both traditional and nontraditional students.
Average Composite Scores for Each Instrument
In addition to comparing the internal reliability of the instruments for all students,
nontraditional students, and traditional students, the average composite score for each group was
measured (Table 4). In obtaining the average score of each instrument for both student groups,
two core aims of the study were met: (a) to measure the perceived experiences of nontraditional
students and (b) to compare the experiences of nontraditional and traditional students.
Hays and DiMatteo (1987), creators of the Short Form UCLA Loneliness Scale (ULS-8),
reported a mean composite loneliness score of 16.30 for university students in southern
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California. Wu and Yao (2008) found a mean composite score of 17.57 for Taiwanese university
students. This study found scores of 16.57 for nontraditional students and 18.49 for traditional
students, below the midpoint (20) of the range of possible scores. Nevertheless, while many
qualitative studies have identified loneliness as a major component of nontraditional students’
academic careers (Bohl et al., 2017; Colvin, 2013; Englund, 2019; Goncalves & Trunk, 2014;
Mallman & Lee, 2017; Thompson-Ebanks, 2017; Witkowsky et al., 2016), the students in this
study did not report high rates of loneliness.
In regards to self-efficacy in coping with educational barriers, Luzzo and McWhirter
(2001) reported a mean composite score of 85.77 for undergraduate students at a small southern
university. This study found nontraditional students to generally report fairly high self-efficacy,
similar to Quiggins et al. (2016), as both nontraditional (M = 73.99) and traditional (M = 72.34)
students scored above the midpoint (63) in the range of possible scores. As Carney-Crompton
and Tan (2002) suggested, it could be that the students who participated in this study—primarily
seniors who had already succeeded to their final year as an undergraduate student—were
successful as their peers were “weeded out” throughout their academic career.
Support from family generally differs among nontraditional and traditional students, with
nontraditional students receiving greater family support from their spouse and children, and
traditional students receiving greater family support from their parents and grandparents (Bohl et
al., 2017; Carney-Crompton & Tan, 2002; Dill & Henley, 1998). As nontraditional students tend
to rely on their families to maintain or take over their other roles in order to manage their student
role (Heagney & Benson, 2017), support from their family is likely an especially important
aspect of succeeding in their academic careers. Alternatively, support from friends tends to be
more integral to traditional students’ persistence rates (Wilcox, Winn, & Fyvie-Gauld, 2005).
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Authors of the Perceived Social Support Inventory, Procidano and Heller (1983) did not report
mean composite scores for their study on the PSS-Fa or PSS-Fr. However, in this study both
nontraditional and traditional students scored above the midpoint (80) for the possible range of
scores for support from both family (NTS M = 101.69; TS M = 95.87) and friends (NTS M =
91.61; TS M = 91.44), suggesting that both groups felt supported by family and friends.
The perceived campus environment can impact students’ intent to persist (Barnett, 2008;
Heagney & Benton, 2017; Markle, 2015; Salvant, 2016), and this study found similar levels of
perceived comfort on campus for both nontraditional and traditional students. Gloria and
Robinson Kurpius (1996) found a mean composite score of 64.49 for undergraduate university
students. This study found a mean composite score of 69.85 for nontraditional students and 68.60
for traditional students; both scores are above the midpoint (56) of possible scores for comfort on
campus.
Finally, students’ sense of belonging was about equal for both groups. Both
nontraditional (M = 8.13) and traditional (M = 8.16) students scored slightly below the midpoint
(9) of possible scores for sense of belonging.
Overall, none of the scores for nontraditional or traditional students were found to be
extraordinarily high or low. This is perhaps a heartening finding, as neither group is suffering
from great loneliness or from a lack of self-efficacy, support from friends or family, comfort on
campus, or sense of belonging. Furthermore, this study found that both groups reported similar
scores on all assessments, suggesting that the two groups are not terribly different from one
another in regards to the variables studied. These secondary findings further serve to support the
results of the hypotheses testing, which generally found no difference between nontraditional and
traditional students.
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Recommendations for Further Study
While this study was the first to use the PSC Model to predict persistence for
nontraditional and traditional students, further research could build on this study in several ways.
First, the PSC Model could be adjusted and used to predict other student outcomes. Second,
future studies could directly compare the resulting scores of traditional and nontraditional
students. Third, researchers could continue to explore and add to the currently meager research
on nontraditional student persistence.
Using the PSC Model
While this study found no evidence to conclude that the PSC Model may be useful in
predicting the persistence of nontraditional students or determining differences between
nontraditional and traditional students, this one study should not dissuade researchers from using
the PSC Model for similar purposes in the future. The PSC Model is flexible in that it allows
researchers to predict student outcomes using variables that comprise the psychological, social,
and cultural dimensions.
Greater variability in the dependent variable would likely lead to reduced violation of
statistical assumptions as well as a greater ability to examine differences between populations. At
universities in which the persistence rate is high, researchers might consider focusing on other
dependent variables in order to improve variability in the data. The PSC Model has been used to
examine how students’ psychological, social, and cultural experiences on campus affect their
GPA (Chun, Marin, Schwartz, Pham, & Castro-Olivo, 2016; Edman & Brazil, 2009), college
adjustment (Bodrog, Gloria, & Brockberg, 2018), coping (Gloria, Castellanos, & Orozco, 2005),
and well-being (Castellanos, Gloria, Rojas Perez, & Fonseca, 2018; Chun, Marin, Schwartz,
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Pham, & Castro-Olivo, 2016; Gloria, Castellanos, & Orozco, 2005; Gloria, Castellanos, Scull, &
Villegas, 2009).
Aside from using the PSC Model to predict various outcomes, future researchers could
use different variables and instruments to comprise the PSC dimensions as well. This study used
loneliness and self-efficacy in coping with educational barriers as two variables that formed the
psychological dimension because they fit with prior research on the populations of interest.
Researchers might consider other variables, however, such as personality factors, resilience, or
motivation. Similarly, researchers could use the same variables, loneliness and self-efficacy, but
different instruments to measure them. Part of the beauty of the PSC Model is its adaptability to
fit the population of study.
Comparing Traditional and Nontraditional Students
Aside from using the PSC Model, future research might also explore the nuanced
differences between nontraditional and traditional students’ perceived experiences on campus.
While this study was successful in gauging each group’s levels of select noncognitive factors,
much more could be explored. For instance, while research has generally reported loneliness
among nontraditional students (e.g. Bohl et al., 2017; Colvin, 2013; Englund, 2019; Goncalves &
Trunk, 2014; Mallman & Lee, 2017; Thompson-Ebanks, 2017; Witkowsky et al., 2016), little
research has compared the levels of loneliness between nontraditional and traditional students.
Future studies could explore various differences in loneliness between the two groups, such as
the source of loneliness for these two groups, how the groups’ loneliness are similar or different,
and how institutions might implement support services to serve the needs of their students who
are experiencing loneliness. A deep dive into each variable examined in this study, as well as
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comparisons between nontraditional and traditional students’ responses would serve to expand
the understanding of these student groups.
Exploring Nontraditional Student Persistence
Finally, as there is a lack of information on the persistence of nontraditional students in
general, future studies could explore the persistence rates of nontraditional students at other
institutions. This would be relatively easy to do if an institution has a unit that manages student
data. A researcher would simply ask the unit to provide persistence information on select
students – those who fit the nontraditional student definition. A comparison between
nontraditional and traditional students’ rate of persistence would provide further information
about how the two groups compare. Studies could use this information in conjunction with
various instruments to determine if any of the variables—such as noncognitive or cognitive
factors—impact the persistence of these two groups. This research would allow institutions to
better understand how persistence is impacted similarly or differently for the two student groups.
Doing so might help raise the persistence rates for each student group by providing institutions
with information to adjust their support systems to cater to each group.
Implications
The internal consistency of the six instruments used in this study (ULS-8, CWB-ERB,
PSS-Fa, PSS-Fr, UES, and the Sense of Belonging Scale) were found to be high for both
traditional and nontraditional students. Therefore, researchers of nontraditional students should
feel confident in using these instruments to examine the experiences of nontraditional as well as
traditional students.
Large metropolitan research universities may use the results of this study to generalize to
their student population. Both traditional and nontraditional students reported levels of
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loneliness, self-efficacy, support from family and friends, comfort on campus, and sense of
belonging around the midpoint of possible scores. This suggests that these experiences are not
overwhelming for both groups, but are felt to some extent. Student support staff interested in
reducing students’ loneliness and increasing their self-efficacy, support from family and friends,
comfort on campus, and sense of belonging may employ various outreach methods or targeted
programs. As this study found that nontraditional and traditional students’ scores were not all
that different on the six noncognitive factors studied, student support staff may not need to target
the two groups differently.
This study explored the experiences of nontraditional and traditional students at one
university. As the culture of each institution is different according to various factors such as the
student population, size, location, organizational setup, policies, and leaders (Bronfenbrenner,
1979; Museus, 2016), ideally, each institution would assess their students to determine each subpopulation’s unique needs and adjust their practices accordingly. Understanding nontraditional
and traditional students’ perceived experiences on campus as well as the similarities and
differences between them allows institutions of higher education to adjust their policies and
practices to better fit these two different student populations. For instance, if support from family
is perceived to be greater for nontraditional students than traditional students, student services
may use this information as a way to reach out to nontraditional students – by involving the
students’ families in on-campus activities or providing resources to reduce the burden on the
students’ families, such as childcare and transportation. Alternately, if traditional students are not
receiving enough support from their families, they may need support from other sources.
Institutions of higher education have the vital responsibility to foster environments that allow
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their students to flourish and succeed (Banning & Kaiser, 1974; Hurtado, Milem, ClaytonPedersen, & Allen, 1998).
Conclusion
While traditional undergraduate students are widely studied in higher education literature,
nontraditional undergraduates—those students who are 25 or older, work an average of 30 or
more hours a week, have children, or are enrolled part-time—are given less consideration
although they comprise a majority of today’s student population. Because of their unique
characteristics, nontraditional students have different needs and goals for higher education than
do their traditional peers, and therefore experience their education in a different way as well.
Most institutions of higher education have yet to adjust their practices to this unique population,
which some researchers have found leads to lower persistence rates for nontraditional students
compared to traditional students. Other researchers have found a general lack of information
regarding the persistence and academic success of nontraditional students. Therefore, this study
sought to examine the differences in persistence for nontraditional and traditional students. The
Psychosociocultural Model was used to examine the ways in which the two student groups are
differentially affected by noncognitive factors that influence persistence.
Data analysis revealed that not only was there no difference in persistence rates between
traditional and nontraditional students, the PSC Model did not predict persistence either. This
finding is potentially due to a high persistence rate for all students in the sample. However, the
instruments used in this study were found to have high internal consistency for both traditional
and nontraditional students, so researchers should feel comfortable using these instruments in
exploring the two student groups in future studies. This study also successfully gauged the
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collective psychological, social, and cultural experiences of nontraditional and traditional
students.
While these findings may generalize to large metropolitan research universities, other
institutions would need to assess their students to understand how to best meet their needs. By
understanding the unique needs of each group, institutions can adjust their resources, services,
outreach, policies, and practices to best serve their students.
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